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New Contra Officé’
to Test Reagan’s .
Nlcaragua Pollcy

By DOYLE McMANUS, Time: Staff Writer

WASHINGTON—In a small,
nondescript suite of offices hidden
across the Potomac River from the
marble bulldings and monuments
of the nation’s capital, a few State
Department officiala are working
on an unprecedented mission.

The sign on their door, which
went up only last week, reads,
“Nicaraguan Humanitarian Assist-
ance Office.” But their real job is to
finance a pro-American guerrilla
army, the rebels known as the
contras, in a jungle war against
Nicaragua’s Marxist-dominated re-

gime.

On Tuesday, the first day of the
1966 fiscal year, the seven bureau-
crats in the “Contra Office” will
begin disbursing $27 million in
government funds to the rebels—
their first official U.S. aid since
May, 1984, when Congress forced
the CIA to halt ita sponsorship of
the war.

Six-Menth Policy Test

The money is limited, from Octo-
ber through April, to the purchase
of food, clothing and medic¢al sup-
plies. But the implications are
broad. The Administration, Con-
gress and the contras all agree that
the next six months will provide a
critical test of President Reagan’s
assertive policy on Nicaragua.

Can the contras, whose military.

effect has 80.far been minor, seri-

ously threaten Nicaragua’s ruling
Sandinistas and, at the same time,
win broader political support with-
in Nicaragua? Can the Adminiatra-
tion convince the Sandinistas’
tough Marxist leaders that their
best option is, in Reagan’s words, to
“say uncle?” And will Congress
and the American public find the

enterprise worthy of renewed -@-

port when Reagan. asks

funds next spring? ‘
“It all depends on the next nkg

months,” said Rep. Dave M

(D-Okla.), one of the key ¢

votes when the House

the Administration’s $27-million

aid package in July. “We've givey

the contras and the Administration

a trial period, a period of prow

tion. . . . If the contras make

progress comply with the law

act like good boys, they have a

chance to pull this thing out. o

No Reservation B

‘Butift.heygooutandgﬁ
involved in assassinations and tae<
tics the American public won't

. I don’t think there’s
any reservation in Congress about
walking away from them.”

The Administration, under-
standably, prefers to emphasize the
points on which-it believes. it has
found a new consensus in Congress,
But officials acknowledge that«the
uncomfortable compromise ap

which the $27 million is based—

“humanitarian” aid to. support &
guerrilla war—leaves basic: quq-
uon';h only :hrgxdgma is obv'loullx
[ e t
very clear is that none of the
money can go beyond humanitad-
an assistance and be used in
sense for lethal aid,” said
Abrams, assistant secretary of
state for inter-American. affairs;.
“It's also very clear that Congress
intends us to use this support ag.a&
means for putting additional pres:
sure on the Sandinista regime, g
press forward in the diplommq,
path towards peace.

550-00966R000504130046.9 .

" “T don’t know how we could
guess at when the Sandinistas
would be to negotiate with
the democratic resistance forces. I
think all we can say is that they are
going to need a great deal of
pressure to do so, and we intend to
keep the pressure on until they do.”
At the most basic level, Congress
and the Administration still have

. not arrived at a precise agreement

on what kind of aid can be deliv-
md to the contras. Guns and
p-mumtion are clearly prohibited,
food and medicine are clearly
ed. But contra leader Adolfo
lero was angry, aides said, to
er that the Administration
%41 not pay for trucks and helicop-
tere for his force—vehicles Calero
§8d would be used only for medical
cuation—unless Congress ap-
pves.
“We don't want to take any
dhihces,” a State Department offi-
stal explained. “We’ve got six con-
ional committees to keep hap-
--two intelligence committees,
two foreign affairs committees and
two appropriations committees—
and we can’t afford any foul-ups
this early in the game.”
»So far, Congress appears reason-
dbly satisfied. “I think their intent
o' good,” said House Intelligence

Committee Chairman Lee H. Ham-
ilton (D-Ind.), a long-time oppo-
nent of aid to the contras. “They
recognize the political sensitivity of
the issue. They've said they plan to
keep us informed as they go.

of course, we’ll be paying clooe
attention.”

Also unclear is what role the CIA
will play. Although Democrats. in
Congress insisted that the CIA be
excluded from administering the
$27-million aid fund, they agreed to
allow the agency to provide U.S.
intelligence, including aerial pho-
tographs, to the contras—data that
could vastly improve the 19,000
contras’ chances on the battlefield
against the much larger Sandinista

y. Limits on that “still have to
worked out,” Hamilton said.

At a minimum, congressional
leaders have made it clear that
they want to prevent the CIA from
taking the same direct role in the
war that it played from 1981
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through 1984, when the agency’s
men mined Nicaragua’s harbors,
flew helicopters in support of con-
tra raids and provided constant
tactical advice. Senate Intelligence
Committee Chairman Dave Duren-
berger (R-Minn.), according to an
aide, has told CIA Director Williany;
J. Casey that “there is no loophole |
here that will permit the agency to‘
run the war.” ‘.

* New Code Studied ;
: Equally uncertain is how suc--
cessful the contras will be in ending |
human rights violations by their -
troops and winning political sup-
port for their cause—both inside
Nicaragua and, equally important,
in the United States. )

: In an attempt to blunt charges.
that their forces frequently kill
etvilians and prisoners, the contra
leaders say they are setting up
their own human rights commis-
#ton and working on a new code of
‘eonduct for guerrillas in the field.
*We have eliminated summary
‘exeécution,” one contra political

1

* chief insisted. “We are choosing

our targets properly now. Prison-

ers will be treated correctly. . . .
At least I hope so.”

On the political front, several
chronically squabbling rebel fac-
tions have joined in a new umbrella
organization called the Unified
Nicaraguan Opposition, whose ini-
tials, UNO, optimistically form the
Spanish word for one. Its directors
include Calero, head of the largest
contra group, the 17,000-man,
Honduras-based Nicaraguan Dem-
ocratic Force; Alfonso Robele,
leader of a smaller organization
based in Costa Rica, and Arturo
Cruz, a former president of Nicara-
gua’s Céntral Bank under the San-
dinistas, who lives in a Washington
suburb.

‘Real Political ldenﬂty’

But the unified opposition is
anything but. In publie, its mem-
bers affirm that they are all seek-

ing a political compromise with the.

Sandinistas, not a military victory.
But in private, officials of Calero’s
FDN—its Spanish initials—say
that they cannot envision any
compromise that would work, and
they dismiss the more moderate
Cruz as an unrealistic dreamer. “If

we can keep UND together for six .

months, we'll be lucky,” a State
Department officialsaid. :

Moreover, the contras and‘the :
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Reagan Administration both still
need to convince skeptics in Con-
gress that their real goal is not to
overthrow and replace the Sandin-,
istas but to force them to adopt
democratic ways.

“Since the last vote in Congress,
they’ve neither picked up nor lost
support,” McCurdy said. ‘“But
they're going to need to pick up
support if they want to make this a
continuing thing. . . . The hope
that we have is that UNO can
develop a real political identity and
rise above being just a group of
insurgents.”

Meanwhile, the guerrilla war
itself has slowed down since a spate
of battles in August and early
September. The contras have not
yet passed the final test of whether
their force of 19,000 men on Nica-
ragua’s northern and southern bor-
ders can keep up long-term pres-
sure against the Sandinistas’ army
of about 60,000.

A source with access to US.
intelligence information said that
the FDN arm of the contras ap-
pears to be. engaged in a major
resupply operation, with about
7,500 of its 17,000 men across the
border in Honduras. The FDN
received several major arms ship-
ments during the summer, he said,
including heavy machine guns and
surface-to-air -missiles for use
against the Sandinistas’ new Sovi-
et-supplied helicopters.

American advisers—apparently .
members of private groups that
support the contras—have been in
the FDN’s camps tesching the
guerrillas how to down the heli-
copters, he gaid. .

The Sandinistas have also been
active, he said, reinforcing advance
posts and basing some helicopters
as far north as Wiwili, only about
20 miles from a major contra camp.

But although both sides are
gearing up for combat, there has
been little action. “They're just
sitting there,” the source said.
“We're all just waiting for the
fireworks to start.”
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